This is a reply to the puzzle published in your recent editorial. 1 To begin we note that spices are defined as an aromatic or pungent substance used to season food or as a condiment, presumably to potentiate its flavor. 2,3 Among the most commonly used spices are onion, black and white pepper, chili pepper, garlic and ginger. 4 To initially address the question of why people in hot climates (compared to cooler climates) prefer their foods spicy (more zestful) we first will summarize the seminal study of Billing and Sherman. 5 They studied the spices used in recipes from traditional cookbooks of meat-based cuisines in 36 countries. They also compiled information on the temperature and precipitation in each country, the ranges of spice plants, and the antibacterial properties of each spice. They eliminated the following hypotheses: that spices provide macronutrients, disguise the taste and smell of spoiled foods, increase perspiration and thus evaporative cooling, or is not at all beneficial. They also showed that people use spices that are not grown locally. They concluded, that the reason more spices are used in hot climates is because of their antibacterial properties that rid foods of pathogens and thereby contribute to people's health, longevity and reproductive success.
Our interaction with food is intimate since it involves the incorporation of external objects into the body. As noted by Elisabeth and Paul Rozin, "such an interaction must be both extremely satisfying and extremely threatening." So for any generalist animal species, like humans, trying new foods is a serious problem. Unlike animals who display a strong neophobic response to novel foods, that is until learning it is safe, human beings use a more sophisticated mechanism to solve the omnivore paradox -called culture. Our culinary culture determines not only what foods are allowed, but also how to prepare and season them. This knowledge is socially transmitted generationally and is resistant to change, although it maintains a gradual incorporation of novel food items, without losing the distinctive flavor that makes each culinary cuisine unique. It follows that the introduction of new foods into a culture must be done slowly. For example, the introduction of spicy foods into a culture not used to them is done with significantly lower amounts of spices than is found in the original culture. 4 This we have all experienced in going to Chinese or Mexican restaurants where the food isn't as spicy as it is in the native culture.
Finally, to avoid food from becoming boring humans use combinations of ingredients, most frequently spices. This gives a characteristic flavor to each culinary cuisine (for example the use of hot peppers "salsa" in Mexican cuisine, or garlic-olive oil combination in the Italian cuisine to name a few). This familiar flavor signature could prevent foods from becoming boring by permitting people to try foods but that are otherwise novel to their culinary culture. 6 Since this flavor is certified by the culture, it is considered familiar enough and safe to eat. 6 In summary, we suggest that the reason why people living in hot climates like their food spicy, is not presently for its historical antimicrobial properties, but because it is basically rooted in their culture.
